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Synopsis : John Gay’s Polly and one of its putative models, Charles
Johnson’s account of two legendary female pirates feature episodes
about women disguised as men. In these stories heroines in their
breeches exhibit masculine spirits among or against pirates, so they
seem to defy the social order based upon gender. But at the end of their
Amazonian adventures these women expose their womanhood either as
a frail woman begging her lover’s life or female convicts pleading their
bellies. Therefore these episodes about cross-dressers eventually rede-
fine established norms through their return to feminine roles. In this
way these stories reflect discourses about transvestism in the early
modern Europe.
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